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Shawk: Extreme Makeover: HR Edition

By Jeanne Krien

Manager,

Manufacturing Improvement & Team Development
“People. Passion.
Performance... valued
customer... proactive
involvement. .. service that
displays an enthusiastic
interest in others... building

’

relationships. .. accountable...’

trong words. The makings of a
corporate mission statement of a
large conglomerate, perhaps? Not

even close. Try the mission statement of a
20-person HR department, committed to

excellence in every aspect of their expertise.

In a transformation that rivals the speed
and depth of Extreme Makeover: Home
Edition, the HR department at Schawk
has been led through aggressive renovation
over the last 18 months by Vice President
of HR, Jennifer Erfurth. MRA caught up
with Erfurth to learn more about Schawk
and the HR makeover.

Schawk, Inc., traces its history back to
1953 when current Chairman of the
Board, Clarence W. Schawk, started

the business in his aunt’s basement.
After learning the printing trade from
the ground up by working in different
capacities for several Chicago-area
graphic arts companies, Schawk decided
to embark on his own
business.
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Asking his wife’s blessing to use $500 of
their wedding money, he established his
own business manufacturing printing
plates in 1953 under the name Schawk
Litho Plate. In 1965, Schawk began its
aggressive acquisition strategy, which
continues today.

And today, it’s all digital. The 3700-
employee company provides brand

image management services to consumer
products packaging and advertising and
promotional markets worldwide. Schawk’s
breadth of services are brand-focused and
range from brand strategy and strategic
design to premedia services through
digital asset and print management.

Erfurth explains Schawk’s current
business. “Our core competency is to
produce brand images that are replicated
consistently worldwide.” Erfurth explains
the importance of this expertise. “Color is
responsible for defining a brand’s image.
Think of Coca-Cola. The Coke red is

the same red across the world no matter
where in the world it was printed, what
substrate it was printed on, or what
printing press was used.” The knowledge
and technologies used by Schawk ensure
the consistency of color in the printing
process all over the world. “It is a very
focused expertise that we've developed
over 50 years,” shares Erfurth. “No other
company has the global reach and depth of
resources that Schawk has.” Schawk easily
distinguishes itself with this global reach:
177 locations in 13 countries across North

America, Europe, Asia, and Australia.

Now back to Schawk’s unique HR model.
The department has undergone radical
changes that have been strategically
designed to transform Human Resources
at Schawk. Not that any department at
Schawk has been slacking. Schawk has
racked up eight Best Company Awards in
the last five years:
* 101 Best & Brightest Company to
Work For in Chicago 2006
* Business Week Hot Growth 100 Best
Small Company 2005
* 101 Best & Brightest Company to
Work For in Chicago 2005
* Forbes 200 Best Small Company
2004 and 2005
* Best Workplace in America 2001
and 2003
* Best of the Best Employer 2005

But great companies don't stay at the top
by basking in their achievements—which
is where our story of Extreme Makeover:
HR Edition begins. Although acquisitions
are nothing new to Schawk (from 1953 to
2004, Schawk completed 47 acquisitions),
Schawk completed a major acquisition
18 months ago that took the company
from 1500 employees to 4750 employees
and from $220 million to $620 million
in revenue. The biggest challenge for HR
following the acquisition? “How do we
become one company,” answers Erfurth,
“What is HR going to look like?” Instead
of adopting the HR philosophies of the
acquired company or imposing Schawk’s
current model
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on the newly acquired portion of the
business, Erfurth did what any Extreme

Makeover requires: “I threw it all out,”
declares Erfurth.

Erfurth started from scratch, identifying
HR best practices against the backdrop of
organizational change. The conclusion: a
shared services model, centrally locating
all HR functions at the corporate office.
HR was divided into two areas: a Service
Center and a Center of Excellence, and
the journey began.

According to Erfurth, the Service

Center arm of Schawk HR handles
responsibilities such as: “...payroll,
address changes, I-9 forms...all the high-
touch, low business value HR tasks.” The
implementation of the Service Center
has all but eliminated the need for HR
personnel at each Schawk location. This
resulted in the downsizing of HR by 34
people, all over the country. “A lot of
human resources people are traditionally
transactional; they are not adding value,”
says Erfurth. Value was added to the
bottom line, however with the reduction
in workforce. Erfurth adds, “We saved
$1.5 million in base salaries alone.” With
essentially only nine employees remaining
to service the transactional HR needs

of 4750 employees, (yes, this includes
payroll) additional changes were required.
Even with Human Resources centralized,
several high-touch, low business value
responsibilities remained. Erfurth
focused on two themes to address these:
outsourcing and technology.

Erfurth views outsourcing as an excellent
alternative for the high-touch, low
business value tasks of HR, because of
how she envisions the role of human
resources at Schawk. “We
really strive

to be strategic business partners with
operations,” shares Erfurth. “If we are not
sitting at the table doing business with
management, were not adding value.”
Which is why tasks, such as benefits
administration, have been outsourced to a
qualified vendor.

On the technology front, PeopleSoft

was implemented, which allowed the
merger of two previously separate
systems. Benefits enrollment is done via
SchawKk’s intranet, SchawkWorld, and
many common HR questions can be
answered on the intranet, which includes
a question and answer guide specifically
for new hires. But in case the electronic
information isn’t enough, Schawk’s HR
call center promises a 24-hour response
time. Even new hire orientation has gone
electronic at Schawk. Web conferencing
is used to deliver the hour-long new hire
orientation presentation. And, the local
manager can electronically complete and
return the new hire orientation checklist
to HR.

Technology also played a significant

role in the most recent global employee
opinion survey conducted by the HR
department. Ninety-six percent of the
surveys were completed online, which no
doubt helped Schawk achieve an amazing
88 percent response rate.

With the Service Center handling the
transactional pieces of HR, Erfurth
asked, “What will the rest of HR look
like?” What emerged was the Center of
Excellence. “I call it R & D for Human
Resources,” articulates Erfurth. “What
are the best practices and how can we
align them with Schawk’s business

strategy?” The Center of Excellence
manages HR duties such as legal
compliance, recruitment, organizational
development, performance management,
and succession planning, among

others. The Center of Excellence has
positioned itself as the business partner
to management and also acts as liaison
between operations and corporate.

And the feedback has been positive.
Erfurth shares, “In 18 months [since
implementation, the new HR design] has
been very well received by operations.
They feel we are serving them; we are
being perceived as their advocates.”

Typically, service is not always the first
word associated with Human Resources.
Often HR is perceived as a roadblock

or obstacle. And now, Schawk’s HR

had moved out of the local office. They
needed to make employees know that
HR is still accessible and committed

to servicing their needs. Being in the
business of brand image management,
Erfurth decided to start by branding
Human Resources at Schawk. She wanted
the rest of the company to “know what
HR looks and feels like; to have a unique
visual identity that is consistent with the
company’s brand identity and is applied
consistently to all HR materials. This
creates awareness, familiarity, and trust.
The branding was followed with lots

of communication. There were posters
asking “Got Questions? Get Answers,”
conferences on the Web, and the brand
was presented at the annual meeting of
Schawk’s managing directors. “There is
never too much communication, but we

did a lot,” shares Erfurth.
Erfurth also
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wanted to reinforce with her team the
importance of providing a high level of
customer service to employees. “That

is why we completed MRA’s Customer
Service Certification training,” explains
Erfurth, “HR personnel aren’t typically
known as the service providers. We used
the training to reinforce that operation
[personnel] are our clients. We only
exist because of them. How we treat our
[internal] customers reflects on who we
are and how we are perceived.”

The strong customer service philosophy
of Schawk’s HR department is
continually being reinforced with the
team. “I wanted our mission to not

be just a statement, but how we live,”
explains Erfurth. To this end, ten
questions were developed as actionable
tools of the mission statement. (See

box below.) The top five questions were
reproduced on mouse pads distributed
to the HR group. (See box at right.)
Also, eight themes were incorporated
into the mission statement. Each month
has a specific theme and at monthly staff
meetings employees are asked to share
stories of how they lived the theme.
Splash screens were also developed to
highlight each of the eight themes. (The
“Passionate” splash screen can be seen
below right.) The splash screens pop up
on HR computer screens as the computer
is started, so HR employees are reminded
daily of the themes associated with the
group’s mission.

Tied closely into customer service is
understanding the customer’s needs.
Schawk HR keeps abreast of their
customers by inviting a different Schawk
operation to present each month at the
HR staff meeting. “Last month
the managing

director from our Atlanta-based operation
shared who his clients are and issues

his business faces. It helps the staff to
intimately understand the challenges at
each location,” shares Erfurth.

The makeover has been fast and furious,
but with a strong vision, continuous
communication, and a strong focus on
customer service, the results are showing.

Erfurth summarizes her vision for

Schawk HR with an analogy to

Sherpas. Sherpas have achieved world
renown as expert guides on Himalayan
mountaineering expeditions, which
includes Mount Everest. It is stated clearly
in the HR mission statement: “We want
management to not even consider going
to the summit without us.”
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